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NOTICE. 



St. Alphonsus was in his eightieth year when he 
wrote the Victories of the Martyrs, which appeared 
in the year 1776. He had just been relieved by Pope 
Pius VI. of the burden of the episcopate, which weighed 
so heavily upon him, but not of the burden of his Con- 
gregation, which furnished him with a retreat that was 
most laborious. Moreover, he had to compose this work 
in the midst of the greatest sufferings, says Father Tan- 
noia. 1 The kingdom of Naples, he adds, received this 
new fruit of the zeal of our saint with general satisfac- 
tion; and in the opinion of Canon Fabius Massa, the 
Church was to derive the greatest profit from it, nothing 
being better suited, especially in those calamitous times, 
to strengthen the faith and to enkindle piety. 

But the reading of such a book is not less useful in our 
age, and will be so in every age. The constancy of the 
faithful will always be tried, piety will always be perse- 
cuted, by the enemies of Jesus Christ: All that will live 
godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution? Other suf- 
ferings will also not be wanting; for the road leading to 
heaven is sown with all kinds of tribulations: Through 
many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God? Such 
was the way in which our divine Saviour walked: Ought 
not Christ to have suffered these things , and so to enter into 

1 Book iv. Chap. 3 (7). 

* “ Omnes qui pie volunt vivere in Christo Jesu, persecutionem 
patientur.” — 2 Tim. iii. 12. 

* “ Per multas tribulationes oportet nos intrare in regnum Dei.”— 
Acts , xiv. 21. 
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his glory V And he himself informs us that his disciples 
and his servants should be treated as he was treated: 
The disciple is not above the master , nor the servant above his 
Lord* But he assures us that the trial will never be above 
our strength, and that he is ready to aid those that call 
upon him: And God is faithful , who will not suffer you 
to be tempted above that which you are able j but will also 
make with temptation issue , that you may be able to bear it* 
Hence he wishes us to have unshaken confidence while 
we are in the midst of the most cruel anguish, since 
beforehand he has made sure our victory: In the world 
you shall have distress : but have confidence , I have overcome 
the world? He even wishes that at such a time we 
should be filled with joy while considering the eternal 
reward that he has prepared for the pains of a moment: 
v Be glad and rejoice, for your reward is very great in heaven? 
And when we think of the love that our Saviour has shown 
us in all that he has done and suffered for us, our hearts 
are inflamed with gratitude and love towards him; we, 
then, desire to labor and to suffer yet more for his glory; 
we desire to sacrifice for him our lives, finding no other 
happiness than that of suffering and dying for God. 

Such are the sentiments that we admire in the athletes 
of the faith — sentiments with which we feel ourselves 
sweetly penetrated while reading the Victories of the 
Martyrs . This volume is a selection of the most beautiful 

1 “ Nonne haec oportuit pati Christum, et ita intrare in gloriam 
suam ?*’ — Luke> xxiv. 26. 

3 “ Non est discipulus super magistrum, nec servus super dominum 
suum.” — Matt. x. 24. 

3 “ Fidelis autem Deus est, qui non patietur vos tentari supra id quod 
potestis; sed faciet etiam cum tentatione proventum, ut possitis sus- 
tinere.” — 1 Cor. x. 13. 

4 “ In mundo pressuram habebitis; sed confidite, ego vici mundum.” 
— John , xvi. 33. 

6 “ Gaudete et exsultate, quoniam merces vestra copiosa est in coelis.” 
— Matt , v. 12, 
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examples drawn from the history of the martyrs of every 
age and place, after the time of the apostles, and taken 
from the best sources. We have carefully revised these 
sources in order to be able to establish the correctness of 
the narrative according to the intention expressed by the 
author in his preface. We have at times found it neces- 
sary, as was the case in the preceding works, to make 
certain corrections; we have even here and there added 
the name of a place or of a person, a date or some trifling 
circumstance, which the clearness and the interest of 
the narration seemed to us to demand. When, however, 
we did not follow the author literally, we only did so in 
order to render his thought more clear; and when the 
matter appeared to us to be of some importance, we 
added a note, so as to give to this good book all the ac- 
curacy that the readers might desire. In a word, we 
have done what we think the author would himself have 
done, and have written for our time and for those 
for whom our work is intended, without, however, 
confounding what is the translator’s with what belongs 
to the author, whose every word has always been sacred 
to us. 

This volume completes the first series of the Ascetical 
Works, comprising the volumes that are suitable for 
persons of every age and every state of life. We began 
the series by the Preparation of Death, and we finish it 
by the Victories of the Martyrs, who are our principal 
models after Jesus and Mary, the King and the Queen 
of martyrs. The other saints had only to follow them; 
it is thus that they have acquired the same glory. “ St. 
John beheld all the saints clothed in white, and with 
palms in their hands: Clothed with white robes , and palms 
in their hands? The palm is the symbol of martyrs; and 
yet all the saints did not suffer martyrdom; — why, then, 



1 “ Amicti stolis albis, et palmse in manibus eorum.” — Apoc . vii. 9. 
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do all the saints bear palms in their hands ? St. Gregory 
replies, that all the saints have been martyrs either of 
the sword or of patience; so that he adds, * We can be 
martyrs without the sword, if we keep patience.* *’ 1 We 
can even obtain many times the merit of the martyrs and 
increase the value of our crown by acts of a good-will, 
as is explained in the Introduction.* 

But our revered author was not satisfied with telling 
us how we may imitate the heroes of faith; he shows us 
this much better in his wonderful life, which was a 
prodigy of patience and long martyrdom. There are 
but few saints who suffered as much as he suffered. 

He was his own tyrant and his own executioner. Al- 
though he had never committed a grievous sin from his 
youth, yet, impelled by his ardent love for Jesus Christ, 
he gave himself up to the most cruel penances, and God 
permitted that he could continue them to the age of 
nearly ninety-one years. He regarded himself as a 
victim that was to be entirely immolated to divine love 
without the least reserve; and convinced that this love 
is manifested by labor and suffering, as he himself 
teaches us,* he thought only of laboring and suffering 
as much as possible for God. But obedience being 
better than sacrifice, he bound himself by a vow to 
follow in all things the advice of the director of his con- 
science, in which he recognized the divine will. By re- 
nouncing all worldly hopes, he condemned himself to a 
life of extreme poverty; his garments, his furniture, and 
everything that he used, even when he was a bishop, bore 
the impress of this virtue, and reduced him to what was 
strictly necessary. At night he took his short repose on 
a simple straw mattress, and sometimes on a plank; and 
when travelling, if he could not go on foot, he would use 

1 Practice of the Love of Jesus Christ , vol. vi. page 308 or 309. 

* See pp. 37, 39. 

* Sure Signs of Divine Love , vol. ii. page 492. 
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only a donkey for riding. He took but little nourish- 
ment, and was careful to mix it with bitter herbs so as 
to render its taste very disagreeable; and this he often 
ate on his knees or sitting on the floor. Besides the 
ordinary fast and abstinence, he fasted on bread and 
water on all Saturdays and vigils of the principal feasts 
When he studied or wrote, he would stand with small 
stones in his shoes in order to suffer. He severely 
scourged himself everyday, and frequently to blood; he 
used, besides, little chains, hair-cloth, and other instru- 
ments for the purpose of continually tormenting his 
flesh. One evening, worn out with fatigue, he fell down 
in his room, having swooned away, and remained uncon- 
scious the whole night and the greater part of the fol- 
lowing day; the doctor ordered him to be disrobed, and 
on him was found a hair-shirt that covered his whole 
body. From this we may form an idea of his austerities, 
which he strove so much to conceal from the eyes of 
men. To these self-inflicted penalties must be added 
his great labors in the midst of pain, solicitude, and con- 
tinual trials. 

Our saint had at one time conceived the idea to devote 
himself to the Chinese missions, and he was anxious to 
know God’s holy will in regard to this matter; but the 
Lord deigned to call him to another apostolate. Obedi- 
ent to the voice of Heaven, he generously undertook the 
work of his Institute, notwithstanding numerous obsta- 
cles. When, after having laid the foundation, he saw 
himself all at once abandoned by his first companions, 
far from yielding to the efforts of hell to discourage him, 
he bound himself by a formal vow, under pain of grave 
sin, to persevere in his vocation, should he have to re- 
main alone, and to offer himself as a sacrifice for the sal- 
vation of souls. Wishing to consecrate himself unre- 
servedly, during his whole life, to the service of God, he 
made another vow, which the Bull of his canonization 



Digitized by VjOOQlC 




i6 



Notice. 



declares to be very difficult, and till that time unheard 
namely, never to allow a moment to pass without em- 
ploying it in some useful work. Heaven blessed these 
magnanimous acts. The devil, however, although al- 
ways conquered by him, never ceased to excite against 
him a thousand contradictions, unjust prejudices, per- 
fidious accusations, endless intrigues, law-suits, threats, 
and odious attacks. His enemies went so far as to bribe 
an infamous creature to sully his reputation and that c * 
the missionaries. A man of influence, who was leading 
a scandalous life, took with him one day a troop of as- 
sassins for the purpose of murdering him; but he was 
arrested on the way. The saint, on learning the danger 
that threatened him, quietly said: “He may take my 
life if he pleases; in this way I shall obtain the crown of 
martyrdom. ” 

It was a remarkable thing that his own friends were 
the cause of affliction to him no less than his enemies. 
As soon as they heard of the design that he had formed 
of founding a new Congregation of missionaries, nearly 
all of them turned against him. Those who but recently 
admitted his talents and his virtues allowed a change to 
come over them in their conduct towards him, looking 
upon him as an extravagant and fanatical man, a vision- 
ary filled with self-conceit, the sport of a foolish illusion; 
without consideration they heaped upon him, both in 
public and private, the most humiliating reproaches; 
everywhere there were persons that vied with one 
another to decry him; and men in authority that were 
secretly his guides and his support did not dare to permit 
him to use their testimonials that he might defend him- 
self. His associates of the Propaganda wished even to 
exclude him from their society and to deprive him of a 
benefice that was his only support. Those that had de- 
clared themselves against him triumphed, especially when 
it became known that his first attempt had failed, and 
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that he now found himself abandoned by his compan- 
ions; he was regarded as one that was irretrievably lost; 
no one dared to take up his defence; and he was even 
referred to from the pulpit as a melancholy instance. 
The confusion and the anguish of our saint reached their 
highest point. Yet the most cruel trial to which his 
heart had to submit came from the excessive tenderness 
of his father when it became necessary for him to tear 
himself away from his gentle embraces in order to pro- 
ceed to the place whither God was calling him. 

The Lord, moreover, reserved for his virtue many 
other assaults, and these came from his own children, and 
from the common Father of the faithful, by whom he was 
loved and venerated, and to whom he was always per- 
fectly devoted. Alphonsus had known how to avoid the 
episcopate, of which the thought alone made him trem- 
ble. He had already thought himself free from all 
danger, when, at the age of sixty-six and under the 
burden of grave infirmities, he found it suddenly im- 
posed upon him by the irrevocable command of Clement 
XIII. This was for the poor old man like a thunder- 
bolt, which he appeared only to survive by a miracle. 
After having carried this heavy burden for thirteen years, 
with a courage that was truly heroic, he was finally re- 
lieved of the episcopate owing to the infirmities that 
were overwhelming him. It was then believed that he 
would finish his days in peace among his own children, 
but he was really going to empty the cup of bitterness 
that was yet far from being empty. The enemies of his 
Congregation never ceased to compass his ruin by all 
imaginable proceedings. His Congregation was con- 
tinually hovering between life and death; but they were 
unsuccessful in their criminal designs. When this violent 
storm appeared to have subsided and peace was restored, 
the devil succeeded in stirring up, in the Institute itself, 
a domestic war that shook it in its very foundation. 
2 
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This was caused by some subjects that abused the confi- 
dence of the holy Founder, and turned against him. He 
was shamefully calumniated at Rome in the midst of such 
a concourse of circumstances that it was impossible for 
him to defend himself. He was accused of having in- 
fringed his Rule, and consequently the authority of the 
Holy See that had approved it. He was judged and 
was treated as the author of a culpable act of which he 
was only the principal victim. Pius VI., prepossessed 
by false reports and deceived by every appearance of 
truth, believed it to be his duty to condemn him, to de- 
pose him from his office of Superior-General, and even 
to exclude him from his dear Congregation. Our saint, 
aged eighty-four years, suffering and powerless, received 
this news without being able to answer; his heart was, 
moreover, filled with great sorrow in being obliged to 
see his most worthy children involved in his own dis- 
grace, and the great injury to souls that would be the 
result. There was no one left to console him; humble 
and resigned, he profoundly bent his head, and said: “It 
is only God whom I desire; it is sufficient if his grace is 
not wanting to me. The Pope wishes it so; may God be 
praised ! The will of the Pope is the will of God." He 
was for several years suffering under this fatal blow, the 
hardest that could have been inflicted upon him; and it was 
only after his death that the Holy Father learned the en- 
tire truth, and became fully convinced of his innocence. 

God permitted this event in order to give his servant 
an occasion to exercise till the end his great virtue, and 
to acquire very great merits. But this was not all: he 
still had to suffer a long and painful martyrdom, both in 
his body and in his soul. 

At the beginning of his apostolic career he was af- 
fected by two mortal illnesses in consequence of his ex- 
cessive labors; his recovery was obtained only through 
the particular help of the Blessed Virgin. In his fifty- 
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second year he was taken with a violent asthma that en- 
dangered his life; he was relieved of this trouble, but 
continued to suffer from it ever after. The violence that 
he had to do to himself in order to accept the episcopal 
charge again reduced him to extremity; he rallied with 
great difficulty, and had a relapse during the first visita- 
tion of his diocese, about two years after. Each time his 
case was despaired of, the last sacraments had to be ad- 
ministered to him, and preparations were made for his 
funeral; but his course was not yet finished. It was in 
the seventy-second year of his age, in 1768, that he was 
attacked by his most cruel malady. An extremely pain- 
ful rheumatism, which at first was thought to be sciatica, 
gradually encroached upon all his joints and ended by 
affecting the vertebrae of his neck. His head was very 
much bent over, so that his chin rested on his breast, 
where the pressure of the beard produced a painful 
wound. As the sick man suffered without complaint, 
this wound was only perceived when the vitiated erup- 
tion flowing from it attracted the attention of the doctors. 
All his members were contracted, and the body, when 
viewed from behind, appeared to be without a head. 
The holy bishop had to remain painfully seated in an 
arm-chair, during the night as well as duriqg the day, 
and could not lie down, nor dress, nor move, nor rest. 
However, at the end of a few months he became con- 
valescent; but he continued to suffer, and it was no 
longer possible for him to raise his head during the 
nineteen years that he still lived. Nothing was more 
wonderful than his patience and his resignation during 
this painful sickness; and yet great was the constancy of 
his zeal to perform the exercises of piety, to mortify 
himself, to apply himself to the duties of his charge, not- 
withstanding all his sufferings. 

And to all this we must add his interjor trials with 
which the others cannot be compared. Alphonsus was 
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a little more than thirty-three years old when God sub- 
jected him to this terrible cross. His life was then only 
a life of aridity and desolation. At the altar he found 
himself without devotion; prayer had become to him 
most irksome. “ I go to Jesus Christ," he used to say, “ and 
he repels me; I have recourse to Mary, and she is deaf 
to my voice." A most sensible privation fora soul that 
has tasted heavenly delights, and that now, plunged into 
darkness, sees only misery, and fears to have made itself 
unworthy of the presence of its Beloved ! But it was, 
above all, during the last period of his life that our saint 
had to undergo the most frightful combats. It seems that 
God had given to the devil the power to afflict him as he 
afflicted Job. After having struck him in his body and in 
his religious family, having made him fall into disgrace 
with the Sovereign Pontiff, the tempter represented to 
him these evils as the punishment of his sins, and wished 
to persuade him that God had abandoned him. The 
poor old man was then heard to cry out in a heart-rending 
voice: “Help me; the devil wishes to make me despair. 
Help me; I do not wish to offend God." The enemy 
being repulsed, returned again and again to the charge, 
seeking to take him by surprise. He attacked him in 
different ways — by darkness, scruples, fears, perplexities, 
horrible temptations. He even appeared to him under 
the form of different persons, and now flattered him to 
inspire him with the sentiment of vanity, now endeavored 
to make him believe that he was a reprobate. But 
in his distress the saint never omitted to invoke Jesus 
and Mary, and assistance was given to him. 

We give but a cursory view of what Alphonsus suffered 
during his long career. Would it not have been much 
more agreeable to him to shed his blood by the hand of 
the executioner, in the midst of the most cruel tortures, 
with the consolation of sacrificing his life for Jesus Christ 
as he desired to do ? and would not his merits have been 
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proportionate to his trials and to his fidelity? We 
should, therefore, be convinced that he bears a brilliant 
palm in the assembly of the celestial conquerors. 

O great saint, who hast done so much to draw us to 
God, to show us the way to salvation, and to conduct us 
to it by thy example ! now that thou dost occupy so high 
a rank in glory, assist us from the heights of heaven; 
obtain for us the grace to follow thee at least from afar; 
or rather, obtain for us the grace generously to walk in 
thy footsteps. Obtain for us great humility, great con- 
fidence in the divine mercy, great faith, great patience 
in trials, great love, great courage, great devotedness 
until the last breath. Obtain for us by thy prayers that 
we may reach a place near to thee, so that thou mayest 
present us as thy conquest for Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Ed. 
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USEFUL REFLECTIONS 

BY WHICH WE MA Y DERIVE GREA T FRUIT FROM THE READING 

OF THE COM BA TS AND THE VICTORIES OF THE MARTYRS. 

I. 

Virtues Practised by the Holy Martyrs in the Combats that 
they had to Sustain against their Persecutors. 

If the reading of the Lives of the Saints is a great 
means to preserve piety, as is said by St. Philip Neri, 1 
and as is taught by all the masters of spiritual life, we 
shall find it yet more useful to read about the victories 
that the holy martyrs gained by sacrificing their lives 
amid torments. Hence, before relating their individual 
triumphs, we shall consider, to our spiritual advantage, 
the principal virtues of which they gave proofs in their 
combats. 

There is no doubt that the martyrs are indebted for 
their crown to the power of the grace which they re- 
ceived from Jesus Christ; for he it is that gave them the 
strength to despise all the promises and all the threats 
of tyrants, and to endure all the torments till they had 
made an entire sacrifice of their lives. So that all their 
merits, as St. Augustine writes, 9 were the effects of 
the grace that God in his mercy imparted to them. 
But it is also certain, and even of faith, that on their 
part the martyrs co-operated with the grace which ena- 
bled them to obtain their victory. Innovators have 
blasphemed against this truth, saying that all the crimes 
1 Bacci , 1 . 2, ch. 5. 

9 Conf. Book 9, c. 13. — S. 131, E. B . 
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of the wicked and all the good works of the just are the 
offspring of necessity; but the same St. Augustine gives 
them the lie when he says that in this case no reward or 
punishment would be just . 1 

The martyrs, therefore, acquired great merits, because 
the virtues of which they gave proofs in their combats 
were great and heroic. We shall briefly describe these 
virtues in order that we may imitate them in the tribu- 
lations to which we may be exposed in this life. 

We at first remark that the martyrs were firmly attached 
to all the dogmas of the Christian faith. In the first 
ages of the Church two false religions specially opposed 
ours : these were the religion of the Gentiles and that 
of the Jews. The religion of the Gentiles, by admitting 
several gods, furnished itself the proof of its falsity; for 
if the world had been under the dominion of several 
masters, it could not have maintained that regular and 
constant order which we see has been preserved for so 
many centuries up to the present time. This is evident 
even to the eyes of natural reason; for every kingdom 
divided against itself shall be destroyed Moreover, the very 
words of the idolatrous priests clearly demonstrated the 
falsity of their worship, since the actions that they at- 
tributed to their gods represented the latter as filled 
with passions and vices. This was the way in which the 
holy martyrs reproached the tyrants when the latter ex- 
horted them to sacrifice to their idols: ‘‘How can we,” 
they said, “ adore your gods, if, instead of offering us 
models of virtue, they exhibit us only examples of vice ?” 
The religion of the Jews, although formerly holy and 
revealed by God, was at that time not less manifestly ob- 
solete and false. In fact, in the Scriptures themselves 
which they had received from God, had preserved with so 

1 ‘* Sive autem iniquitas, sive justitia, si in potestate non esset, nullum 
praemium, nulla poena justa esset .” — Contra Faust . 1 . 22, c. 78. 

8 “ Omne regnum in seipsum divisum desolabitur.” — Luke % xi. 17. 
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much care, and had transmitted to us, it was predicted 
that at a certain time the Son of God was to come down 
upon earth, to become man, and to die for he salvation of 
the world; that they themselves would put him to death 
on the Cross. as they actually did, and that in punishment 
of this impiety they would be driven from their own 
kingdom, and without a king, without a temple, without 
a country, they would live scattered, and be vagabonds 
throughout the world, abhorred and despised by all na- 
tions. These were predictions that were manifestly 
realized in every particular after the death of the Saviour. 

What rendered still more certain the truth of our 
faith was the formation of a new people of God by the 
conversion of the Gentiles: this was known to have been 
announced beforehand in the Scriptures, and this was 
seen to be realized as soon as the apostles spread through, 
out the world in order to promulgate the New Law 
preached by Jesus Christ. This event was an evident 
proof of the protection that God gave to the Christian re% 
ligion ; for how could these poor sinners or these publicans, 
such as the apostles were — men devoid of instruction, of 
wealth, of every human assistance, and even persecuted 
by the magistrates and the emperors, have induced, with- 
out divine assistance, so many Christians to renounce all 
their property, all their honors, and generously to sacri- 
fice their lives amid tortures the most excruciating that 
the power and the cruelty of the tyrants could invent ? 

But what was still more marvellous was to behold so 
many Gentiles embrace a religion difficult to believe and 
difficult to practise. It was difficult to believe on the 
part of the intellect, for this religion teaches mysteries 
beyond the reach of human reason; namely, the Trinity 
of one God in three distinct persons, who have but one 
nature, one power, and one will; the Incarnation of the 
Son of God come upon earth to die for the salvation of 
mankind; and many other articles regarding original 
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sin, the spirituality and the immortality of the soul, the 
sacraments, especially the sacrament of the Holy Eucha- 
rist. It was difficult to practise on the part of the will, 
because it commands things contrary to the inclinations 
of nature corrupted by sin and repugnant to the libertin- 
ism in which the pagans were living, who were accus- 
tomed to follow their passions and to give themselves up 
to the pleasures of the senses. Notwithstanding these 
obstacles, the Christian religion saw itself embraced by 
so many nations ! From this universal consent of the 
nations St. Augustine argues the divinity of our religion, 
saying that had not God illuminated by his powerful 
grace so many people — civilized and barbarian, learned 
and illiterate, noble and plebeian, all immersed in the 
superstitions of their country, imbued from their earliest 
years with maxims so opposed to the sanctity of faith — 
how could they have embraced it ? 

Besides the interior lights of grace, there were many 
other causes that induced the people to embrace Chris- 
tianity and to remain firm in professing it. Miracles 
contributed much to inflame their zeal; for from the 
moment in which the apostles began to preach, the Lord 
caused miracles to abound in testimony of the faith, as 
St. Mark says: They preached everywhere, the Lord working 
withal, and confirming the word with signs that followed . 1 
It is certain that the great miracles that had been 
wrought by the apostles and their disciples contributed 
largely to the conversion of the world. In vain the ad- 
herents of idolatry tried to make believe that these prodi- 
gies were the effect of magical incantations: every one 
well understood that God would never permit them if 
they were to serve the purpose of giving support to dia- 
bolical agency or to a false religion. The proof of mira- 
cles was therefore a truly divine proof, by which the 

1 “ Praedicaverunt ubique, Domino cobperante et sermonem confirm- 
ante sequentibus sign is.” — Mark, xvi. 20. 
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